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Esteemed Delegates, 

Welcome to the 36th annual Brigham Young University Model United Nations 
Conference (BYUMUN)! It is an honor to welcome such a thoughtful and passionate 
group of delegates who are willing to engage with today’s most pressing global 
challenges and represent the values of diplomacy, dialogue, and international 
cooperation.  

My name is Jessie Moore, and I will serve as your director for the General Assembly 
Third Committee (GA3), also known as the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural 
Committee. I’m currently a junior at BYU, majoring in Political Science with a minor 
in Russian, with a strong interest in international law and diplomacy. This past year, I 
had the chance to represent the Republic of Türkiye on the Economic and Social 
Council at the National Model United Nations (NMUN) Conference in New York 
City. That experience deepened my appreciation for the power of collaboration, 
compromise, and creative thinking, and I hope this conference will do the same for 
you. 

This year, the topics before the GA3 are as follows:  

I. Mitigating the Role of Social Media in Fueling Political Polarization and Human 
Rights Abuses 
II. Human Rights of Prisoners and Conditions of Incarceration 

Both topics address critical human rights concerns that affect vulnerable populations 
and the stability of our global community. This guide is intended to support your 
research by offering background context and key resources. However, it is not a 
replacement for your own research and investigation into your country’s stance and 
the broader international dialogue. The insights and solutions you bring to committee 
sessions will be shaped by the depth of your preparation. As you explore these agenda 
items, remember to craft proposals that reflect your Member State’s priorities and 
positions on global issues. What you gain from this experience will depend on the 
effort you put in, but I’m sure that you’ll leave this conference with greater knowledge 
and confidence. If you have any questions along the way, please feel free to reach out. 
I look forward to meeting you and I’m excited to see the unique perspectives you 
bring to the committee. 

Sincerely, 
Jessie Moore: Director, General Assembly Third Committee (GA3) 
Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Committee mjessiea@byu.edu 
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Committee History 

Introduction 

The United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 following the devastation of World War II, 
with the mission of promoting international peace, security, and cooperation. Today, the UN has 
grown to include 193 Member States and serves as a central platform for dialogue and 
multilateral diplomacy.1 One of the UN’s six principal organs is the General Assembly (GA), the 
only body in which all Member States have equal representation, each with one vote regardless 
of size or power.  

The General Assembly is divided into six main committees, each tasked with deliberating on 
specific areas of concern.2 The Third Committee, formally known as the Social, Humanitarian, 
and Cultural Committee (GA3), is responsible for addressing a wide range of human rights and 
social development issues.3 These include the protection of fundamental freedoms, the rights of 
indigenous and displaced peoples, the elimination of racism and discrimination, the advancement 
of women, and social topics such as youth development, the treatment of refugees, and the rights 
of persons with disabilities. 

The GA3’s work directly supports the achievement of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), adopted in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. Many of the Committee’s priority areas, such as ending poverty, reducing 
inequalities, and ensuring peace, justice, and strong institutions, are integral to the SDGs’ 
mission of a more inclusive, just, and sustainable world.4 By considering reports from the 
Human Rights Council, the High Commissioner for Refugees, and other UN bodies, GA3 shapes 
resolutions that guide Member States toward policies and initiatives that advance these global 
targets.  

 

Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

The GA3 functions primarily as a forum for discussion and recommendation. Its work helps 
shape global norms and guides the international community’s approach to human rights and 
humanitarian concerns. The committee collaborates closely with key UN bodies such as the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and the Human Rights Council (HRC). It also reviews 
reports from special rapporteurs and independent experts, providing states with an opportunity to 
respond to international scrutiny. 
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Current Priorities 

As the world faces growing challenges from war, political oppression, and displacement, the 
committee’s role in reaffirming human dignity remains as vital as ever. Secretary-General 
António Guterres has highlighted the importance of defending human rights as one of the UN’s 
top priorities, particularly in the face of rising authoritarianism, inequality, and global 
instability.5 

Conclusion 

While GA3 does not hold enforcement power, its influence is valuable in the way that it helps 
forge international consensus and pressures states to uphold their human rights obligations. Its 
recommendations often lay the groundwork for future resolutions and policies at both the 
national and international level. Through debate and multilateral engagement, GA3 plays a 
critical role in strengthening the UN’s broader mission to uphold the dignity and rights of all 
people.
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I.  Mitigating the Role of Social Media in Fueling Political Polarization and Human 
Rights Abuses 

 
“As polarization deepens and human rights are trampled, peace within communities is 

undermined…Our obligation is to act together for peace in all its dimensions.” 
- António Guterres, UN Secretary General 

 
Introduction 

Social media platforms have fundamentally reshaped the way individuals communicate, access 
information, and participate in public life. They have empowered citizen movements, amplified 
marginalized voices, and enabled real-time engagement in political discourse across borders. 
However, while these platforms have democratized communication, they have also introduced 
complex challenges. Scholars have identified that the same design features that facilitate global 
connectivity, namely frictionless sharing, or the ability to distribute content quickly and 
effortlessly across platforms, also incentivize divisive content and emotional extremity.6 These 
systems actively shape public discourse, often in ways that deepen political divides and 
undermine human rights protections.  

The United Nations has recognized the growing threat that unregulated digital spaces pose to 
global peace and human dignity. In December 2023, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 
78/213, urging Member States and technology companies to safeguard human rights in the 
digital environment, including protections for privacy, freedom of expression, and access to 
reliable information.7 This resolution builds on years of UN work to address the weaponization 
of online platforms, particularly by state and non-state actors seeking to suppress dissent or incite 
violence.8 UN Secretary-General António Guterres has warned that disinformation is “fueling 
prejudice and violence, exacerbating divisions and conflicts; demonizing minorities; and 
compromising the integrity of elections” calling on nations to act with urgency and coordination 
in confronting these threats.9  

At the core of these concerns is the issue of affective polarization, wherein political 
disagreements evolve into deep social hostility and distrust.10 Social media algorithms, 
particularly those prioritizing engagement, amplify content that evokes  
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anger or targets political opponents, leading users to perceive the opposing side not just as 
wrong, but as morally corrupt or dangerous.11 It is also worth noting that countries experiencing 
increased political polarization also reported higher incidences of political violence and human 
rights abuses, including restrictions on free expression, arbitrary detention, and violence against 
journalists.12 As digital polarization increases, the line between online speech and offline harm 
becomes increasingly blurred. 

Current Atmosphere 

The consequences are particularly acute in fragile political environments. One of the most tragic 
examples is the detrimental role social media played in Myanmar, where Facebook’s 
recommendation algorithms were found to have “proactively amplified” anti-Rohingya hate 
speech prior to and during the 2017 ethnic cleansing campaign.13 Similar dynamics have been 
observed elsewhere, such as in Ethiopia, India, and Sri Lanka, where unchecked digital content 
has been linked to outbreaks of ethnic violence and the deterioration of democratic norms.14 The 
UN Special Rapporteur on the right to freedom of opinion and expression has repeatedly 
emphasized the obligation of states and digital platforms to prevent online environments from 
becoming enablers of hate speech and human rights violations.15 In this context, the General 
Assembly’s Third Committee (GA3), which addresses social, humanitarian, and human rights 
issues, plays a critical role in shaping global norms and cooperative strategies to mitigate the 
dangers posed by politicized and polarizing digital content. 

The unchecked growth of digital platforms and their deep integration into civic and political life 
has created new vulnerabilities for democratic governance and human rights. Weak regulatory 
frameworks and the rapid evolution of technologies and functions have enabled both state and 
non-state actors to exploit online spaces for surveillance, censorship, and manipulation. This 
trend has accelerated over the past decade, with governments increasingly restricting digital 
freedoms in response to political unrest. For example, Kazakhstan has drawn international 
criticism for repeatedly shutting down internet access during protests.16 This tactic has been 
documented by Freedom House as contributing to the country’s declining “Freedom on the Net” 
score.17 Such shutdowns not only stifle dissent but also deprive citizens of critical channels for 
communication and access to reliable information, further undermining public trust and social 
stability. 
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The rise of an “infodemic,” defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as the 
overwhelming spread of misinformation and disinformation, has compounded these risks, 
particularly in politically sensitive contexts.18 Advances in generative artificial intelligence have 
intensified the problem, enabling the creation of highly persuasive false narratives that can be 
disseminated rapidly across digital networks. This is especially concerning for younger 
demographics, who increasingly rely on social media platforms for news consumption, where 
algorithmic curation often prioritizes engagement over factual accuracy.19 It is critical, now more 
than ever, to invest in media literacy and the development of critical thinking and analysis skills, 
and to combat vulnerability to manipulation and eroding trust in democratic institutions. 
Strengthening cybersecurity, safeguarding online freedoms, and promoting responsible platform 
governance are essential to ensuring that digital spaces serve as a tool for constructive discourse 
and information rather than instruments of division and control.20  

Importance of Reducing Political Polarization 

Political polarization creates and reinforces a damaging “us vs. them” mindset, in which 
opponents are dehumanized, seen as morally inferior or even dangerous. Social identity theory 
and recent empirical research highlight how this kind of partisan “othering” breaks down norms 
of mutual respect and peaceful political engagement.21 Affective polarization undermines 
democratic principles by shrinking the moral community to one’s own in-group, reducing 
empathy for opponents and increasing interpersonal hostility.22 Dehumanization, in turn, creates 
fertile ground for punitive or discriminatory policies that erode civil liberties and social cohesion. 

Empirical evidence further demonstrates that high levels of polarization are statistically linked to 
elevated rates of human rights violations, including arbitrary detention, torture, and extrajudicial 
killings.23 Cross-national studies have found that countries experiencing deep affective political 
divisions also tend to show significantly weaker adherence to physical integrity rights and higher 
instances of state repression.24 These data underscore how polarization moves beyond political 
rhetoric, undermining rule of law, rights protections, and democratic accountability.  

Reducing polarization is foundational to rebuilding trust in public institutions, restoring political 
dialogue, and safeguarding civil and political rights, all central pillars of the UN’s mandate under 
the Third Committee.25 The UN Secretary-General has repeatedly emphasized that participation, 
inclusion, and institutional trust are prerequisites for peace and sustainable development, stating: 
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“For that, we need governance models and structures that work for the common good … rebuild 
trust between people, institutions and leaders.”26 Likewise, UN DESA policy briefs highlight that 
low trust and perceptions of partisan manipulation significantly weaken institutional legitimacy 
and hamper states’ capacity to address crises effectively.27 Critical intervention strategies aimed 
at mitigating polarization, such as civic education, inclusive political reforms, algorithmic 
transparency, and civil society engagement, offer dual benefits: safeguarding human rights and 
preserving social cohesion.28 These efforts align squarely with GA3’s mandate on fundamental 
freedoms, protection of minorities, democracy promotion, and social development.29 By 
prioritizing measures that reduce othering and foster inclusive dialogue, Member States can 
strengthen democratic resilience, bolster institutional trust, and help fulfill Sustainable 
Development Goal 16’s objectives of peace, justice, and strong institutions.30  

Current International Framework 

In December 2023, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 78/213, titled Promotion and 
protection of human rights in the context of digital technologies.31 Sponsored by over 50 
Member States, the landmark text for the first time codifies a holistic commitment by the UN to 
address how digital platforms impact rights such as privacy, freedom of expression, assembly, 
and non-discrimination. The resolution explicitly urges both governments and technology 
companies to implement human rights–centered due diligence, increase transparency, and uphold 
accountability in content governance and platform design.32  

Within UN systems, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has 
operationalized this mandate through the development of a human rights due diligence (HRDD) 
framework for digital technology, officially adopted in 2024.33 This guidance, rooted in the 
Secretary-General’s Roadmap for Digital Cooperation34 and Call to Action for Human Rights, 
requires both states and private sector actors to assess and mitigate human rights risks throughout 
the lifecycle of digital technologies.35 The HRDD guidance is being rolled out across UN 
agencies and gaining traction beyond the organization as a model for digital governance aligned 
with global norms.
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The UN is also advancing new governance initiatives through the Global Digital Compact, 
currently under negotiation ahead of the Summit of the Future.36 Civil society actors and UN-
affiliated policy experts emphasize that the Compact must establish universally accepted 
principles for digital rights, including freedom of information, privacy, non-discrimination, and 
countering disinformation, while ensuring private sector accountability in line with the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.37 Complementing these efforts, UNGA Third 
Committee dialogue and resolutions on the Right to Privacy in the Digital Age now include new 
provisions on artificial intelligence and digital literacy, reflecting the evolving landscape of 
information integrity and platform responsibility.38 

Meanwhile, regional and institutional standards support this international effort, urging 
governments to regulate social media platforms to safeguard freedom of expression and ensure 
that platform policies are transparent, respect due process, and support independent dispute 
resolution mechanisms.39 

Conclusion 

Across multiple frameworks, the emphasis is clear: global normative architecture must span 
binding resolutions, human rights oversight, civil society engagement, and multistakeholder 
digital governance. In its approach, the UN Third Committee (GA3) is strategically positioned to 
reconcile the need for digital innovation with the protection of fundamental freedoms, thereby 
advancing Sustainable Development Goal 16 and the broader UN mission of promoting peace, 
justice, and strong institutions. 

Questions to Consider 

1. Who (states, platforms, civil society, users) can and should influence mitigation 
strategies? 

2. Which SDGs are directly supported by reducing political polarization and safeguarding 
rights? 

3. How do digital inequalities and development levels affect which populations are most 
vulnerable to polarization-driven human rights risks?
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II. Human Rights of Prisoners and Conditions of Incarceration 

Introduction 

The protection of human rights within detention systems is a fundamental concern of 
international law and global governance. Under frameworks such as the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR)40 and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR),41 all individuals, including those deprived of their liberty, are entitled to be treated 
with dignity and respect. Nevertheless, in practice, carceral systems across the globe frequently 
fall short of these standards. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) continues to report widespread violations, including overcrowding, denial of 
access to medical services, and instances of torture and inhumane treatment.42 These systemic 
deficiencies raise profound ethical and legal questions about the compatibility of existing prison 
conditions with international human rights norms. 

The Nelson Mandela Rules serve as a key reference point for the humane treatment of 
incarcerated persons.43 These guidelines articulate minimum standards for health, hygiene, legal 
access, and protection against abuse. Despite broad endorsement of these standards by the UN, 
implementation remains uneven and non-binding. Reports from the Special Rapporteur on 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment highlight persistent 
gaps between these normative frameworks and actual practices, particularly in regions 
experiencing political instability or lacking robust oversight mechanisms.44 Vulnerable 
populations, including ethnic minorities, migrants, and individuals with mental health conditions 
are disproportionately affected by these shortcomings.45 

Globally, the scale and conditions of incarceration reflect broader patterns of structural 
inequality and systemic neglect. According to the World Prison Brief,46 more than 10.8 million 
individuals are currently incarcerated worldwide. Significant numbers of incarcerated individuals 
are detained pre-trial or for non-violent offenses.47 Overcrowding remains one of the most 
pervasive issues, leading to deteriorating physical conditions, insufficient access to medical and 
mental health care, and heightened risk of abuse.48
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In many contexts, correctional institutions operate in a legal and ethical vacuum, where 
accountability is minimal and the human dignity of prisoners is routinely compromised. The 
OHCHR has underscored that these conditions not only constitute human rights violations but 
also undermine broader public health and social reintegration objectives.49 

Within the United Nations system, the Third Committee of the General Assembly (GA3) plays a 
central role in advancing international dialogue on prison reform and the rights of the 
incarcerated.50 The committee’s efforts are situated within a broader UN mandate to promote 
justice, uphold human dignity, and strengthen the rule of law.51 By fostering cooperation among 
Member States and supporting adherence to international standards, GA3 contributes to the 
development of policy solutions that balance security concerns with human rights obligations. As 
Member States deliberate on this topic, it is imperative that they consider not only legal 
compliance but also the moral imperative to ensure humane and just conditions for all 
individuals, regardless of their status. 

 

Current Atmosphere 

Recent UN oversight and independent reporting confirm that prison conditions worldwide 
remain deeply concerning. During the 58th Session of the Human Rights Council in March 2025, 
the Special Rapporteur on Torture emphasized that arbitrary detention and hostage-taking 
frequently amount to torture, underscoring how such practices remain prevalent in conflict zones 
and warrant urgent global action.52 Simultaneously, the UN Committee against Torture’s 
Subcommittee visited over 170 detention facilities in 2024, including prisons, psychiatric 
hospitals, and immigration centers, conducting thousands of interviews. Its reports highlighted 
patterns of extreme overcrowding, limited access to healthcare, unsanitary conditions, and near-
universal impunity for torture and mistreatment.53 

Countries across all regions are grappling with systemic overcrowding and degrading detention 
environments. In France, the Committee against Torture flagged prisons operating at 150% 
capacity, with some facilities reaching over 300% occupancy.  
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Reports described infestations, insufficient sanitary facilities, lack of natural light, and 
problematic ratios of staff to detained persons.54 Elsewhere, Iraq announced that its correctional 
institutions were functioning at double capacity, prompting national amnesty efforts to reduce 
population levels, but raising concerns that justice may be compromised amid the rapid 
releases.55 In the Dominican Republic, more than 60% of detainees are held in pre-trial 
detention; a prison designed for 2,100 people housed over 7,000 inmates, with documented 
deaths from neglect and appalling living environments.56 

Prisoners in conflict-affected settings continue to endure severe abuse. The UN Special 
Rapporteur on Torture has documented allegations of torture, prolonged restraint, sleep 
deprivation, and degrading humiliation inflicted on Palestinian detainees since October 2023. 
These abuses are reportedly widespread across Israeli-run prisons and military camps, with many 
held without charge under administrative detention laws.57 

 

Current International Framework                     

The protection of the human rights of prisoners is underpinned by a comprehensive yet variably 
enforced body of international law. Foundational among these instruments is the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted in 1948, which proclaims in Article 5 that “no 
one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.” 58 
These rights are further codified in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), ratified in 1976, which mandates in Article 10 that “all persons deprived of their 
liberty shall be treated with humanity and with respect for the inherent dignity of the human 
person.”59 These legal texts bind most UN Member States, forming the normative foundation for 
prison oversight and the humane treatment of detainees worldwide. 

In addition to these core human rights instruments, the Third Geneva Convention of 1949 
establishes detailed protections for prisoners of war, requiring that they be treated humanely at 
all times and prohibiting violence and intimidation. The Convention sets standards for adequate 
food, shelter, medical care, and communication with families, while also outlining processes for 
repatriation and release at the end of hostilities. Although its provisions specifically apply in 
situations of armed conflict, the Third Geneva Convention has shaped broader expectations for  



   
 

  

the humane treatment of detainees and reinforced the principle that deprivation of liberty must 
never entail deprivation of dignity. 

Oversight and enforcement are supported by key international bodies. The Committee against 
Torture (CAT) monitors implementation of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, 
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, conducting state reviews and issuing 
recommendations.61 The Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture (SPT), established under the 
Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT), carries out preventive visits to 
places of detention and assists in the establishment of National Preventive Mechanisms 
(NPMs).62 Additionally, UN Special Rapporteurs on Torture and on the Right to Health, 
appointed by the UN Human Rights Council, investigate prison-related human rights issues and 
publish thematic and country-specific reports that serve as influential tools for international 
accountability. 

Regional frameworks also contribute significantly to the monitoring and enforcement of prisoner 
rights. In Europe, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) operates under 
the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture, conducting unannounced visits to 
detention facilities and issuing public reports.63 In the Americas, the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights (IACHR) monitors detention conditions, grants precautionary measures, and 
publishes standards such as the “Principles and Best Practices on the Protection of Persons 
Deprived of Liberty.”64 Furthermore, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
defines the mistreatment of prisoners during armed conflict as a war crime, signaling that 
violations in custodial settings may fall under international criminal jurisdiction.65 Although gaps 
in enforcement remain, particularly in authoritarian regimes and fragile states, these frameworks 
collectively provide the scaffolding for global prison reform and accountability efforts. 

 
Conclusion 

The human rights of prisoners stand as a critical barometer of a society’s commitment to justice, 
equality, and the rule of law. Despite the protections enshrined in international instruments such 
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Third Geneva Convention, and the Nelson 
Mandela Rules, widespread violations persist in detention systems across the world. 
Overcrowding, inhumane treatment, lack of access to healthcare, and systemic discrimination 
continue to afflict prison systems, particularly in low-income countries and conflict-affected 
regions. These abuses are symptoms of deeper structural inequalities, with marginalized groups 
disproportionately represented behind bars. This is a global challenge that requires a moral 
commitment to treat all individuals with dignity, regardless of their status. Without consistent 
enforcement and national implementation, the impact of existing frameworks remains limited. 
As Member States continue to deliberate within the UN system, they face a critical choice: will 
they continue to allow carceral systems to remain sites of neglect, abuse, and inequality? There is 
growing momentum for reform through international frameworks, regional human rights bodies, 
and national accountability mechanisms. The actions they take to reform these systems will 
shape the lives of millions of incarcerated individuals and define the moral standing of the global 
community itself.  

 



   
 

  

Questions to Consider 

1. How have conflict situations (think authoritarian governance or fragile political 
systems) exacerbated violations of prisoners’ rights? 

2. How effective have existing UN mechanisms been in improving detention conditions 
in Member States? 

3. How can rehabilitation, restorative justice, and alternatives to incarceration reduce 
human rights abuses in prisons? 

4. What balance should be struck between ensuring public safety, respecting state 
sovereignty, and upholding universal human rights standards in prison reform? 
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